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Habits of the Racist Self:  
On George Yancy

EDUARDO MENDIETA

Yancy: Also known as “A Yancy”; A unit of necessary memory, a polyglot of futurity, 

sometimes known as a righteously angry human being at the racial injustices of the 

world, most often associated with the twenty-first-century fin de siècle African Ameri-

can phenomenological tradition that gave us its most exacting definition of epidermal 

phenomenology, some works are apocryphal, an indispensable referent for any, what-

ever gender, race, or ethnicity, educated person. (From the 67th edition of the Spanish 

Dictionary of English, published in Los Angeles by Spanglish Pënguín Ediciones, N.D.)

For full disclosure, I should, at the outset, state that I have known George 
Yancy for nearly two decades, have contributed to three of his books, 
have been in panels and symposia with him, and have been reading his 

column in the New York Times since he began to publish it. In fact, I remember 
when “Dear White America” was published. I remember sending George a thank 
you note, but not reflecting any more than I thought that confessing his sexism 
to get white Americans to think about their racism was a most apropos way to 
get to see the invisible and taken-for-granted privileges of whiteness. The sum-
mer of 2016, as a matter of fact, I was working on an interview with George that 
would eventually make it into his book of interviews On Race, and at the time I 
was writing with a near certainty that Hillary Clinton would win.1 At the time, 
Trump seemed like an aberration of U.S. politics, a grotesque joke of the worst 
excesses of both sexism and racism. His numerous racist comments, and those 
specifically directed at Mexican Americans, seemed to me at the time to make 
him unelectable. A few months before the election, in fact, I wrote a blog for The 
Conversation, in which I praised the virtues of civility, as a civilizational accom-
plishment, and in particular, as the very precondition of democratic politics.2 
How wrong I was to think that U.S. politics had in fact embraced the virtue of 
democratic respect, rather than derogation, desecration, and denigration. For this 
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reason, I did not and could not anticipate the kind of backlash that George Yancy 
would get for his letter in the New York Times. In this brief reflection, I want to 
foreground four themes in Prof. Yancy’s book, and while George is a long time 
friend, I want to refer to him respectfully, as the Professor and colleague he is. The 
first has to do with institutions, the second with bodies, the third with futurity, 
and the fourth with dignity.

Institutions are prosthetics of sociality; they are ways in which a certain form 
of life extends itself across time and space. They are also ways in which a “we” 
sustains itself and to this extent they are social memory. Institutions thus are also 
the trace of past struggles about what version of a “we” will endure, will survive. 
Changes in institutions are therefore changes in how we define, both substantively 
and formally, the limits or extent of that “we.” Let us take the institution of “citi-
zenship,” which is one of the most fundamental ways in which a “we” determines 
both its composition and extension. U.S. citizenship is based on the principle of 
jus solis and not jus sanguinis. This means, we are citizens de jure not by rights 
of blood, or inheritance, or race, or religion, but instead by the contingency of 
having been born within the political limits of the nation. The U.S. also has open 
naturalization. This means foreign nationals may become “naturalized” citizens. 
De jure, anyone can become a citizen (evidently except criminals, and many U.S. 
citizens de facto and de jure lose their citizenship in certain states if convicted 
of certain crimes). Here is a “we” that does not limit its composition and in fact, 
again de jure if not de facto, has not determined from the outset, who can form 
part of this “we.” To this extent, then, any version of the “we” in the United States 
that aims to endure across time and space is one that is also under contestation. 
No “we” can inoculate itself against its own future redefinition.

Racism is the sclerosis of sociality, a suturing (to use Yancy’s expression) of 
our existence in common, one that aims to foreclose who gets to inherit our past 
and share in our future. Racism is a circumscription of the “we” that expels some, 
while embracing others. Racism distorts our social imaginary so that we perpetu-
ate the suturing that closes in some, while leaving out others from the “we” that 
we are always negotiating. Racism is thus also an ordering of the social, one that 
creates scales of privileges and burdens, such that a few share in the benefits, while 
a large group shoulder the burden of the “we.” Racism, therefore, is an investment 
in possessiveness, taking what belongs to the “we” and turning it into an asset, 
property, inheritance, and wealth, of some, in this case: white Americans. To be 
the target of racism therefore means being the target of pillage, banditry, robbery, 
in short of a deliberate and sustained act of dispossession. Racism perpetuates 
this mode of dispossession, the extraction of our social capital, in such a way that 
certain scales of privilege and burden get calcified in the social body.

It is not enough to say that to be human is to belong to a world, to come into 
a world. We are always coming into a world that is configured by institutions, 
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institutions that project a certain “we” into the future, one that sutures itself to 
its privileges, while burdening others with its acts of dispossession. This is why 
we, in the U.S., are always already racists, insofar as we are born into a world that 
has configured its past(s) and future(s) through the racist institutions of our “we.”

Every human body is always already an inter-body. Prof. Yancy’s extensive 
oeuvre is an extended exploration of the phenomenology of racial and racialized 
embodiment. In the phenomenological tradition to be in the world is to be in a 
body; and more precisely, to come to the world is to come to our bodies. To come 
to our bodies, however, is to begin to live from the outside in. We live our bodies 
from the flesh inward or outward. We are riveted to the edge of our bodies, an 
edge that shades into the flesh of the world. To come to our bodies is to come into 
our flesh, one that we feel through the touch of the other (which includes our own 
touch). Yancy’s is an epidermal phenomenology, that is, an analytics of the flesh, 
and how we come to our bodies from and through a flesh that is racialized and 
racializing. If racism is a social practice of dispossession, then racism is related 
to the marking of the flesh. Racism is somatic, for it is lived in and through bod-
ies. If racism is a historical inheritance and a temporalizing practice, as a way to 
mark bodies for dispossession, then we have to acknowledge that racism is also 
a historical somatology, a configuring, a habituating of the flesh to elevation—
white is always pure and purifying—or denigration—black is always polluted 
and polluting. Yancy discusses his analysis of embodiment as a habituation, as 
the constitution of habits. The body indeed is a habituation made up of habits. 
We inhabit our bodies. But bodies are social habits. To this extent every body is 
part of a social body. This is what I mean when I wrote that every human body is 
an inter-body, that is, every body is coconstituted with and through other bodies, 
and more specifically, through other flesh.

To be white is a habit, just as being black is a habit. This means, to be white 
is to inhabit certain habitats that are the result of certain habits. To come to our 
bodies is to be habituated into certain habits, and for us, in the U.S., this means to 
be habituated into racism. Here is where Yancy’s analytics of the racialized flesh 
become so relevant. Shopping while black is analogous to Heidegger’s hammer: it 
discloses the way in which the flesh is always the site of a practice that has become 
naturalized, or lived without reflection. The broken hammer reveals how the ready 
at hand turns into the present at hand. The racialized flesh reveals how the ready 
at hand of whiteness is predicated on the abjection of the present-at-hand black 
body. The black body is revealed as certain recalcitrance of the flesh. This is the 
recalcitrance of a social body that refuses the touch of the abject. The present-
at-hand black body, furthermore, is the obduracy of the nonsingularizable flesh. 
The black body is pure materiality, while whiteness is the flesh that can become 
individualized. This is why every black body is like any other black body, while 
every white body is distinctly a body. The present at hand of the black body is what 
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makes it de facto killable. Racism, then, is the practice of habituating bodies into 
killable and unkillable bodies; of rendering some bodies by their epidermis into 
zones of extreme impunity and exposability. What does it mean to be a black flesh 
in the U.S. if not precisely to be the locus of an unassailable sovereign privilege 
to kill, to maim, to injure, to violate, to denigrate, to expropriate?

To be human means to be-with co-temporalizing. Being with means being-
with-towards-a-common future. Thus, this being-with means constructing a 
common future. Indeed, I have no future that is not a future I make with others, 
and for others. My future is always a social future, the future of a “we.” Being-with 
then is about futurity. Here Hannah Arendt’s notion of natality can be extremely 
illuminating. Natality for her is about being able to introduce the new into the 
present. Natality is about the novum in sociality. We could say, then, that higher 
than mortality is natality; both are the Janus faces of human finitude. Yet, as we 
are dying, we are always giving birth to new beginnings. The highest vocation 
of the human is precisely to participate in the construction of a collective, social 
future. Racism is the practice, nay, the institution, of refusing futurity to those 
marked by race; more precisely, it is the institution of refusing to some the future 
that belongs to them within our collective future. Racism expels those it targets 
from the futurity of a “we” that it belongs to. This is what Orlando Patterson 
meant by the expression “natal death,” namely, to have been born, to come to a 
world that refuses, rejects, and withdraws the future from those branded by the 
searing iron of racism.

This is why Yancy’s interpellation that whites imagine their children, the 
ones they hold dearly and in their anxious hands, to be black is so chilling, so 
gut wrenching, so ontologically vertiginous and arresting. This interpellation 
ought to bring us to the edge of an abyss—the abyss of negated futurity, refused 
natality. As the father of two children, and as a U.S. citizen who is relentlessly 
exposed to the injurability and violability of black and brown bodies, black and 
brown minds, black and brown co-citizens, the thought of my black children’s 
precarious existence would simply drive me mad, mad in the sense that I could 
not find my bearing in this world, this world that refuses my children a future, 
our future, our communally constructed futurity.

I take it that Immanuel Kant’s categorical imperative is simultaneously 
about what can be universalized and what we ought to will to be in the future. To 
universalize is to will a distinct future. What is universalizable is what ought to 
be desired as a future. The moral worth of an act resides thus in that it could be a 
configuration of the future. Adorno, in the shadow of Auschwitz, reformulated the 
categorical imperative thusly: act in such a way that Auschwitz will not happen, 
ever again. We can say then that the categorical imperative has other versions than 
those Kant enumerated in his Grundlegung. There is the categorical imperative 
as what ought to be willed to be a future, the future, and what ought to be willed 
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so that Auschwitz, all versions of it, will never occur again. I could not help but 
thinking that Yancy’s interpellation to think as if our children were black had the 
form of a categorical imperative: act so that the maxim of your action will bring 
about a world in which your black children will have a future and what happened 
under slavery, Jim Crow, segregation, and the incarceration of Black America will 
never happen again.

Dignity is a reflexive relation: my dignity is reflected in your dignity, and 
conversely, your indignification is my indignification. This means that dignity is, 
as the Austrian philosopher Peter Bieri put it, a form of life, and thus fragile and 
in need of preservation.3 A striking aspect of Yancy’s book is the way it exposes us 
to the racist vitriol, the outpouring of invective and insult that I thought was no 
longer possible half a century after the Civil Rights movement and the enshrine-
ment of Martin Luther King Jr. as an icon of U.S. struggle for racial equality. The 
logic of all hate speech is evidently to demean, to derogate, to demote, to denigrate. 
Racist hate speech, in particular, is an assault that is both symbolic and physical. 
It aims at the integrity of a person, as well as to their embodiment. The logic of 
sexist speech is analogous. To call a woman by the name of her sexual organs is 
to reduce her to a body part. It a symbolic and corporeal pars pro toto, to take 
the part for the whole. This is a form of dismemberment. Racist hate speech is a 
form of public maiming. Speech is always a form of action. It is an act. Through 
speech we establish, or sunder, relationships. When we ignore, abate, tolerate 
and even condone any form of hate speech, whether it be racist or sexist, we are 
allowing the integrity of our life-world to be diminished, and ultimately to fray 
and disintegrate. Hate speech turns the words that weave our social world into 
barb-wire, one that lacerates as it binds into a hateful knot.

Reading Backlash reminded me of Victor Klemperer’s LTI: Lingua Tertii 
Imperii—the acronym he used to refer to the form of language that was forged 
during the Third Reich, in Germany, under Hitler.4 Klemperer, a philologist and 
professor of literature in Germany, kept both a personal diary and the diary of 
the brutalization and dummification of the German language. The assault on his 
language was also an assault on his life, his world, his life-world. Reading Yancy 
demands that we allow ourselves to be exposed to the filthy language of white 
racist America, and to that extent to be exposed to a form of denigration, a form 
of symbolic and corporeal harm. Reading Yancy’s courageous act of archiving, 
of preserving the LTI of early-third-century U.S., also reminded me of Susan 
Sontag’s mediation on the “infamous” photographs from Abu Ghraib. In an essay 
published in the New York Times Magazine, May 23rd, 2004, Sontag wrote: “All 
acts are done by individuals. The issue is not whether a majority or a minority of 
Americans performs such acts but whether the nature of the policies prosecuted 
by this administration and the hierarchies deployed to carry them out makes such 
acts likely.” Sontag is referring to policies promulgated by Rumsfeld during the 
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invasion of Iraq. Then, Sontag adds: “Considered in this light, the photographs 
are us.”5 Racist and sexist hate speech that is dismissed as “locker room” banter, 
and thus, is ignored, tolerated, and ultimately condoned, is speech that is us. Such 
speech is the language that is part of our everyday communication. Racist hate 
speech corrodes the fragile texture that sustains our relational dignity: so long 
as the dignity of one is diminished, so is mine.

In this brief meditation on Yancy’s important book, I have tried to link some 
themes that I take to be key: institutions, bodies, futurity, and dignity. Racism 
endures through our institutions, as a form of power that expels as it excludes. 
Racism is power that circulates through bodies, bodies that are habituated into 
racist habits, even before racism is a world-view, an epistemic attitude. Racism 
is also power that refuses futurity, by denying natality, and lastly, racism is an 
assault on our relational and reflexive dignity—racists are us and their assault 
on Yancy’s dignity is an assault on our collective dignity. In facing the enduring 
power of racism, we have to transform our institutions, our habits, construct a 
collective future, which belongs to all, and continue to construct the pedestal of 
reflexive dignity that elevates all. Yancy’s book is not only the archive of indig-
nity and abasement, as well as the affirmation of dignity and honor, but also the 
projection of a future worthy of a just “we.”

Penn State University
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